In many bird species, there is a floating population of females that are excluded from breeding because of competition for limited breeding resources. Female floaters may enhance their reproductive success by engaging in intraspecific brood parasitism. We studied female floaters in a population of European starlings, Sturnus vulgaris, in order to determine their identity and potential parasitic behaviour. Females were caught after being attracted to nestboxes with artificial nests during 1993-1995. None of the females was known to have a nest of her own at capture but 47% of the females either laid an egg in the nest or carried a fully developed egg within the reproductive tract, indicating that they were intraspecific brood parasites. The floating females were significantly younger and smaller than breeding females. Of 13 females equipped with radiotransmitters and followed daily, all but one started a breeding attempt of their own after 3-8 days and the majority settled as secondary females or mated with males where the original female had disappeared. This suggests that females that are unable to compete successfully for nest sites or males early in the breeding season may use intraspecific brood parasitism to enhance reproductive success during the period that they are constrained from breeding. The importance of settling rapidly because of a seasonal decline in reproductive success may also promote the evolution of intraspecific brood parasitism in the starling. The relative reproductive success of combining egg dumping with breeding compared with traditional breeding will depend on the costs of delaying breeding as well as the probability of finding a mate later in the breeding season.
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In many bird species, varying proportions of females are present on the breeding grounds, but do not breed themselves (Smith 1978; Hannon & Zwickel 1979; Stutchbury & Robertson 1985) . These birds, which are sexually mature but are somehow prevented from breeding, are referred to as floaters (Brown 1969; Smith 1978) . In species with nest site limitations, intense competition among females for breeding opportunities may exclude them from breeding (Stutchbury & Robertson 1985) . Floating females may be present on the breeding grounds because they are searching for vacant nest sites or territories (Brown 1969; Smith 1978) . However, they may also enhance their reproductive success while they are excluded from breeding by engaging in intraspecific brood parasitism. For example, in American coots, Fulica americana, a quarter of all parasitic eggs are laid by floating females without a nest or territory of their own (Lyon 1993). In most species where the existence of female floaters has been established, it is not clear if they engage in intraspecific brood parasitism.
The European starling, Sturnus vulgaris, is a semicolonial passerine with extensive parental care (Feare 1984; Pinxten et al. 1989; Wright & Cuthill 1992) . As a secondary hole-breeder, the starling suffers from nest site competition (Coleman 1974; Nilsson 1984) and there exists a floating population of nonbreeding females. These females are found throughout the breeding season and willing to breed given the opportunity (H. G. Smith & M. I. Sandell, unpublished data). In addition, intraspecific brood parasitism has been reported in several populations of the starling with up to a third of all nests being parasitized (Yom-Tov 1980; Karlsson 1983; Evans 1988; Hoffenberg et al. 1988; Lombardo et al. 1989; Romagnano et al. 1990; Feare 1991; Pinxten et al. 1991a) . Although brood parasitism is relatively well studied in the starling, the identity of parasitic females has rarely been determined. Parasitism in the starling is presumably a flexible reproductive tactic that occurs in several ecological contexts (Evans 1988; Feare 1991; Pinxten et al. 1991b; Stouffer & Power 1991) but floating females may use a mixed strategy and engage in intraspecific brood parasitism while waiting for a breeding opportunity.
